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Bruce THEORIES AND 
McFarlane PRACTICES OF 
WORKERS’ CONTROL
A lecturer at A N U  reviews some of the attitudes to and 
experiences of workers’ control in a paper given to the 
Sydney Workers’ Control Conference held last August.
W O R K E R S’ C O N T R O L  an d  “self-m anagem ent’’ are being dis­
cussed widely today in  b o th  capitalist countries an d  in  Eastern 
Europe. W hereas pre-war controversies were o n  a purely  theoretical 
level, the m odern  discussion has also been influenced by practical 
experience w ith  factory control in  Yugoslavia (1952-1969), Algeria 
(1963-1965), C uba (1964-1968) and  C hina (1967-1969).
It may be useful to define workers’ control and  self-management 
differently; a lthough  the  two things tend  to  be regarded  as one 
and  the same th ing  in  socialist countries, this is no t necessarily the 
case in  capitalist societies. Self-management  may be regarded  as 
the m anagem ent of affairs of various institu tions by th e ir  lower 
echelons. H ence we get studen t power, nurses’ power, jou rnalists’ 
power. Workers’ control involves self-m anagem ent of factories by 
the w orking class, coupled  w ith  a working class ideology involving 
opposition  to  bureaucracy and  to  "incomes policies” im posed by 
capitalists, the State or the Party-state. (In Yugoslavia, for exam ple, 
they have self-m anagem ent of factories, b u t no t w orkers’ control 
in  the full sense; they have p lan t democracy b u t no t full political 
control by w orkers’ delegates over na tional issues; they have w orkers’ 
councils in  every enterprise, bu t not yet a parliam en t of w orkers’ 
councils’ deputies.)
W orkers’ contro l is being discussed today for a defin ite  reason. 
I t  is an aspect of a p ro le ta rian  cu lture  w hich confronts th e  
hegemony of bourgeois culture. I t  is, at the same tim e, a bastion 
against the tendency of industria l society to  produce a hierarchy 
of scientists, adm inistrators an d  controllers.
W hy is the no tion  of a w orking class cu ltu re  im portan t in 
re la tion  to  the m ovem ent for workers’ control? O ne reason was 
given by the F rench  M arxist w riter Georges Sorel1: “ the successes 
ob tained  by politicians in  the ir attem pts to make w hat they call 
the p ro le tarian  influence felt in  m iddle class organisations, con­
stitutes a very great obstacle to the notion of class w ar.” Sorel goes
1 G. Sorel, Reflections on Violence, Collier Books, 1961, ed. p. 134 ff.
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on to  argue th a t the w orking class m ovem ent m ust be very 
careful of politicians, adm inistrators an d  in tellectuals who come 
forw ard as allies in  the revolutionary  or syndicalist m ovem ent. H e 
poin ts ou t th a t th e ir cu ltu re  is necessarily not the producer-ethic 
w hich confronts the com petitive, consum er eth ic of the bourgeoisie. 
Such elem ents, in  his view, are b o u n d  to  destroy a successful 
revolu tionary  m ovem ent or to take control of a successful revolution. 
T h e  ongoing revolu tion  requires a massive p ro le tarian  cu ltu re  if 
it is to  survive.
T oday , in  the industria l societies of capitalism  and  ^tate 
capitalism  (and includ ing  the “w orkers” states of Eastern Europe), 
w orkers’ contro l is the m ain  aim  of those who upho ld  the producer 
eth ic an d  p ro le ta rian  culture as a way of living: co-operation 
ra th e r th an  com petition, productive creativity ra th e r than  ex­
p lo ita tio n  of o ther hum ans. T h e  highest peak of this eth ic is the 
general strike — O ’Shea (1969), H ungary  (1956) and  Czechoslovakia 
(1968) illustra te  th is clearly.
For socialist in tellectuals — m arxists —  workers’ control has 
always been of central in terest because in  th e ir  view socialism 
can only develop as a radical critique of its dialectical opposite
—  capitalist o r bureaucratic  control. T h e  most radical thinkers 
here are G. Sorel and  the anarchist school who also ho ld  tha t 
w orkers’ control involves a struggle w ith  trade unionism  —  tha t 
trade un ions are the enemy of p ro le tarian  praxis an d  activity, and 
of the  free developm ent of w orking class creativity. T hey  concluded 
tha t organised trade unions have, historically, smashed syndicalism 
an d  w orkers’ control — th a t they are “bourgeois” organisations 
m oulded  in  the image of bourgeois society.
A fter 1890, the idea of w orkers’ control and  self-management 
became associated w ith  the theory of socialism. M any revolutionaries 
saw socialism  as a collective organisation  of econom ic life, based 
on  mass organisations of a sectional and  functional k ind, the 
m em bers of w hich could therefore partic ip a te  in  the shaping of 
concrete decisions, concerning the m anagem ent of economic 
questions: Socialism was n o t perceived by them  as a system in 
w hich mass organisations merely serve to support au tho rita rian  
decisions m ade by governm ents.
T hus, in  the scheme of A ustrian  revolu tionary  H ertzka2, there 
was to  be w orkers’ control of factories, while a num ber of co-equal 
functional councils, all popularly  elected, would adm inister social 
an d  econom ic affairs. Such a scheme has m uch in  common w ith  
Yugoslav experim ents after 19523.
2 See G. D. H . Cole, A History of Socialist Thought, Vol. 3, p. 561 ft.
3 B. McFarlane and A. Barcan, The Nature of Yugoslav Socialism, (Outlook 
Pamphlet No. 10, 1960), pp. 9-13.
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II
T h e  first exercise of w orkers’ control in  the full sense was the 
Paris Com m une of 1871. It was not un d er the “leadersh ip” of 
marxists, b u t of two o ther labor parties, a lthough  bo th  M arx4 
and  L enin5 saw in  it  the em bryo of a fu tu re  p ro le ta rian  state. T h e  
m ain features of governm ent u n d er the Paris C om m une were
O ccupation of all factories and  enterprises and  the ir m anage­
m ent by elected councils of workers;
C ontrol of the state by elected deputies, all of whom were 
subject to  ro ta tio n  and  recall;
A bolition of the arm y and  the arm ing of the people;
A bolition of the bureaucracy and the cu tting  of the salaries 
of all officials to  the average wage.
T h e  Paris C om m une failed, however, to fully  smash the bourgeois 
state. In  the event it  was drow ned in  b lood  by the com bined 
forces of W est E uropean  reaction. In  1918, Soviet Republics, 
established in  H ungary  and  Bavaria m et a sim ilar fate.
Lenin, in  A pril 1917, in  his celebrated A pril  Theses advocated 
a Soviet State m odelled on the Paris C om m une —  a state of no 
army or bureaucracy separated  from  the people, po litical organs 
made up  of elected delegates subject to  ro ta tio n  and  recall6.
In  N ovem ber 1917 the Russian Railw aym en's U nion, Vikzhel, 
took over the adm in istra tion  of the railways on its ow n account 
and  acted as an  independen t power; in  short it p layed  the role 
of a m am m oth factory com m ittee exercising w orkers’ control, and 
recognising no  in terference from  central po litical au th o rity 7. H ow ­
ever, this event was short lived, and  a decree of 26 M arch 1918 
gave to the Peoples’ Commissar for C om m unication  d ictatorial 
powers in  m atters re la ting  to  railway transport. D raft statutes 
on  workers’ control were, however, d raw n u p  by L enin  on 9 
N ovem ber 1917, w ith in  a day or two of the revolu tionary  uprising. 
T hey  read as follows:
1 Workers' control over the production, storage, purchase and sale of all products 
and raw materials shall be introduced in all industrial, commercial, banking, 
agricultural and other enterprises employing not less than five workers and 
office employees (together) or with an annual turnover of not less than 10,000 
rubles.
4 K. Marx, The Civil War in France.
* V. 1. Leuin, “The Tasks of the Proletariat — Our Revolution”, (April Theses), 
Selected, Works, Vol. 6, pp. 55-58; "A Dual Power”, Selected Works, Vol. 6, pp. 
27-28; "Letters on Tactics”, Selected Works, Vol. 6, p. 35.
6 V. I. Lenin, “The Tasks of the Proletariat in O ur Revolution”, Loc. Cit.
i  E. H. Carr, The Bolshevik Revolution, Vol. 2, p. 392, (Pelican ed. 1966) .
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2 Workers' control shall be exercised by all the workers and office employees of 
an enterprise, either directly, if the enterprise is small enough to permit it, or 
through their elected reresentatives, who shall be elected immediately at general 
meetings, at which minutes of the elections shall be taken and the names of those 
elected communicated to the government and to the local Soviets of Workers’, 
Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies.
3 Unless permission is given by the elected representatives of the workers and 
office employees, the suspension of work of an enterprise or an industrial estab­
lishment of state importance (see Clause 7), or any change in its operation is 
strictly prohibited.
4 The elected representatives shall be given access to all books and documents 
and to all warehouses and stocks of materials, instruments and products, without 
exception.
5 The decisions of the elected representatives of the workers and office employees 
are binding upon the owners of enterprises and may be annulled only by the 
trade unions and their congresses.
6 In all enterprises of state importance all owners and all representatives of the 
workers and office employees elected for the purpose of exercising workers’ control 
shall be answerable to the state for the maintenance of the strictest order and 
discipline and for the protection of property. Persons guilty of dereliction of 
duty, concealment of stocks, accounts etc., shall be punished by the confiscation 
of the whole of their property and by imprisonment for a term of up to five 
years.
7 By enterprises of state importance are meant all enterprises working for defence, 
or in  any way connected with the manufacture of articles necessary for the 
existence of the masses of the population.
8 More detailed rules on workers control shall be drawn up by the local 
Soviets of Workers’ Deputies and by conferences of factory committees, and 
also by committees of office employees at general meetings of their representa­
tives.
However, the organised centralism  m ade necessary by "W ar 
C om m unism ” and  its a fterm ath  overtook L en in ’s experim ental 
ideas. L ater in  his Notes on Bukharin’s Economics of the Transition  
Period, L en in  no ted8 th a t w orkers’ contro l was only possible if 
com bined w ith  a policy of levelling incomes and  strong consoli­
d a tio n  of the w orking class as the ru lin g  class in  all the cells of 
society’s econom ic system. In  the 1920 controversy over the role 
of trade un ions L enin  argued tha t “ours is n o t actually  a workers’ 
state . . . B ut th a t is no t all. O u r party  program m e shows that 
ours is a  workers’ state w ith  bureaucratic  d istortions.”9
T h e  Soviet U nion  was, for Lenin, by 1922 a bureaucratic  state, 
unab le  to  b rin g  abou t such a levelling of incomes. A t the M arch 
1922 P arty  Congress L enin  noted:
W hat we lack is clear enough. The ruling stratum of the communists is lacking 
in proletarian culture. Let us look at Moscow. This mass of bureaucrats — who
8 V. I. Lenin, Marginal Notes on Bukharin’s "Economics of the Transition Per­
iod", quoted in A. Dragicevic, “Self-Management and the Market Economy”, 
Socialist Thought and Practice, No. 30, June 1968, p. 52.
9 V. I. Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. 32, p. 24.
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is leading whom? The 4,700 responsible communists, or the other way round?
I do not believe you can honestly say the communists are leading this mass. 
To put it honestly, they are not the leaders but the led.™
Later, at the end  of 1922, Lenin described the State apparatus 
as “borrow ed from  Tsarism, and  hardly  touched by the Soviet 
world . . .  a bourgeois and  T sarist m echanism .”11 U nder these 
conditions, L en in ’s ideas about workers’ control could no t get off 
the ground.
In the first m onths following the Soviet O ctober R evolution of 
1917, then, various form s of self-m anagem ent were established in 
the factories of St. Petersburg  and  Moscow, b u t they were replaced, 
under the stress of civil war, by a system of adm in istra tion  featured 
by increasing powers of State-appointed directors and  a near­
m ilitarisation of labor. By 1919 the various “workers’ opposition” 
groups w ith in  the Bolshevik P arty  had  posed the need, for a re tu rn  
of workers’ control, b u t the civil w ar precluded  the success of 
such a re-in troduction . W ith  the “New Econom ic Policy” of 1921, 
the dem and was raised anew for the re-in troduction  of workers’ 
control in  factories as a m ethod  of checking the pow er of the 
grow ing bureaucratic  s tra ta  in  the Soviet economy. By 1931, 
however, the Soviet G overnm ent, headed by J. V. Stalin, had  re­
moved the last remnanjts of w orkers’ partic ipa tion  in  actual 
m anagem ent and  h ad  m ade the S tate-appointed d irector the sup­
rem e au thority  in  all enterprises, subject only to h igher State 
bodies and  unham pered  by any control from  below.
In  the decades th a t followed the Soviet State an d  economy was 
constructed on the basis of a highly centralised system of p lanning  
and  economic adm inistra tion . T h e  role of workers was restricted 
to simply advising how  best to  increase p roduction  and  reduce 
waste. T h e  need of the Soviet State, in  1921, to "call back’’ the 
bureaucracy to ru n  the factories an d  state organs (made necessary 
by the physical destruction  of w orking class m ilitan ts  in  the Civil 
W ar) has left a “hangover” in  the USSR th a t is yet to  be fully 
com bated. T h is  consists of the tendency of any bureaucracy to 
protect its power  and its privileges, b o th  of w hich are th reatened 
by w orkers’ control in  the factories and  self-m anagem ent of social 
affairs. W hile ran k  and  file m em bers of the C om m unist Party 
have operated  on the same basis as ord inary  citizens, this is not 
the case w ith elem ents a t the to p  of the State organs who have 
a superior access to im ported  goods, quality  housing an d  foreign 
travel.
10 Quoted by C. Harman in International Socialism, No. 30, Autumn 1967, p. 11.
11 Quoted in Max Schachtman, The Struggle For The New Course, N.Y. 1943, 
p. 150.
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In  1963, K hrushchev indicated  d u rin g  his to u r of Yugoslavia that 
the USSR could learn  from  some aspects (not all) of the workers’ 
council system in  th a t country12. B u t little  has been heard  of this 
idea since: w hat economic “dem ocracy” has been practised has 
been in  the d irection  of increased au tho rity  an d  autonom y of 
m anagers of enterprises in  their relations w ith  State organs.
In  the process of finding the ir ow n “road” to  socialism after 
1950 Yugoslav leaders constructed a new  system based on m arkets, 
decentralised adm inistration  an d  w orkers’ m anagem ent. T h is  sys­
tem  has h ad  p ro found  effects on socialist though t and  practice 
in  the last two decades, M oreover, Yugoslavia experim ents have had  
considerable influence in  the underdeveloped world, where leaders 
are n o t keen o n  a m axim um  rate  of investm ent and  are looking 
for ways of find ing  mass enthusiasm  fo r econom ic policies.
I t  was in  Algeria th a t workers’ self-m anagem ent became a crucial 
p lank  of official policy. T h ro u g h o u t th e ir  struggle for indepen­
dence, w hich was achieved in  July, 1962, the A lgerian leaders had  
m ain ta ined  close links w ith  Yugoslavia — w hich had  been the 
first Socialist country to  support the ir R evolution  and  h ad  given 
substan tia l economic and  m ilitary aid. Yugoslavia had  immense 
prestige in  post-independent Algeria. I t was no t u n n a tu ra l tha t 
A lgerians should  look closely a t self-m anagem ent of the Yugoslav 
variety.
In  effect A lgeria had  no real G overnm ent for four m onths 
after Independence. I t  was only in  O ctober 1962 th a t the  first 
Ben B ella governm ent was form ed. In  those four m onths the 
people themselves in  m any places took the in itiative and  operated  
the farm s and  factories abandoned  by th e ir E uropean  owners. 
T hey  began to  spontaneously form  “m anagem ent com m ittees” in 
a n um ber of places to  m anage these farms. Over two m illion  acres 
of the best land  had  been abandoned. T h e  first act of the Ben 
B ella G overnm ent after its fo rm ation  was to  launch  a harvest 
cam paign. T h e  abandoned land and  factories were declared “Biens 
V acants” (abandoned property) and all transactions in  them  banned. 
Decrees pub lished  on  22 O ctober an d  the 23 N ovem ber 1962 set 
u p  “M anagem ent Com m ittees” on all abandoned  property  “only 
recognising a state of affairs th a t the  w orking masses in  the ir 
pa trio tic  an d  revolutionary  sp irit had  created  th ro u g h o u t the 
country .”
W hen the harvesting cam paign had  proved a success and  fam ine 
no longer threatened, the Ben Bella governm ent had  to  decide 
the fu tu re  of the abandoned  farms and  factories. W hen  the 
orig inal owners failed to re tu rn  by M arch 1963 the G overnm ent
12 R. West, "Yugoslavia's Free Market”, New Statesman (London), 13 September, 
1963.
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prom ulgated a series of decrees in  M arch 1963 tak ing  over the 
abandoned farm s an d  factories in  the nam e of the State and  
entrusting m anagerial pow er to  elected “M anagem ent Com m ittees". 
N early two and  a h a lf m illion  acres of the best farm land  was 
thus placed u n d er self-m anagem ent as well as some 400 industria l 
enterprises.
T h e  A lgerian experience a ttem pted  “autogestion” on a grand  
itale — g rander in  m any ways th an  the Yugoslav experience. I t 
threw  up  in teresting  econom ic discussions about the desirable 
institu tional s tructure  of a developing economy and  the way this 
is linked to economic policy.
I l l
In  W estern capitalist societies, perspectives abou t w orkers’ control 
are qu ite  d ifferent from  the theory and  practice in  socialist states. 
T h e  biggest m ovem ent was the dem and in  B rita in  for w orkers’ 
control in  the railway, coalm ining an d  engineering industries during  
1910-1922. Syndicalists an d  g u ild  socialists were p rom inen t in  these 
struggles. T h e  T rad e  U nion  Congress in  B rita in  also supported  
for a tim e dem ands fo r w orkers’ partic ipation . T h e  B ritish  Labor 
Party, a lthough no t very enthusiastic about these ideas, was forced 
to include in  its 1918 P rogram  “steadily increasing partic ipa tion  
of the workers in  the contro l of the railw ay and  m in ing  industries”, 
once these were transferred  to  public ow nership. A fter 1920, the 
T U C  and  the L abor P arty  lost interest, especially after the defeats 
a t experim ents w ith  w orkers’ control in  the  b u ild ing  industries 
and  in  engineering firms, b rought on by the com bined force of 
the G overnm ent and  the em ployers.13
A fter 1922 the un ions were in  fu ll re treat in  B ritain . W ith  heavy 
unem ploym ent, un ions h ad  to  fight purely  defensive battles, merely 
to  preserve the im provem ents in  working conditions they had 
achieved between 1913 an d  1922. U nder these conditions the 
dem ands for nationalisa tion  an d  workers’ contro l were dropped, 
although the idea of w orkers’ control persisted in  L abor ranks 
u n d er the illusion th a t a L abor G overnm ent was the essential 
prerequisite to the realisation  of this ideal.
A fter 1964, a grass-roots m ovem ent for w orkers’ contro l of the 
docks an d  the steel industry  gained m om entum  in  B ritain . A 
num ber of conferences were held  a t H u ll an d  Sheffield in  which 
“counter-plans” fo r the  control of these industries were draw n up  
and  endorsed.14 T h e  Prim e-M inister M r. W ilson in  a reply to a
13 See B. Pribicevic, The Shop Stewards’ Movement and Workers Control (Black­
wells, Oxford, 1959).
1* See A. Topham and K. Coates, Workers’ Control.
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le tter from  H u ll Conference n o ted  th a t “workers’ p a rtic ipa tion” was 
p art of L abor policy, bu t this d id  no t include “workers’ control 
of the Yugoslav k in d .”
IV
For any social revolution  to effectively challenge the capitalist 
economic pow er structure, there w ill have to  be an  im perative 
rooted in  conflict betw een technical and  economic change an d  the 
control over these by the existing institu tional structure. Also 
im portan t is the subjective will  to b ring  abou t change —  the m oral 
drive fo r socialism. One im perative is the appearance of the 
“ trip le  revo lu tion” at the  very tim e a small oligarchy has taken 
contro l of A ustralian  society. As the im pact of the trip le  revolution 
unfolds, m any people may come to understand  the im plications 
of w hat a “one-dim ensional” society is really  like. T h e  aim  of the 
New Left is to b ring  abou t by educational agitation, dem onstrations 
and  o ther challenges to  bureaucratic  power, a pub lic  awareness of 
the need to begin the process of self-management of our affairs, 
because this will be the only way to  use the trip le  revolution for 
social purposes th a t are dem ocratically devised.
W hat do  A ustralian  Left writers m ean by the “trip le  revo lu tion”? 
Basically, it is the sim ultaneous im pact of autom ation, cybernetics 
and  eugenics. T h e  first elem ent is the upheaval in  production  due 
to automation. A utom ation  —  the use of m achines as controllers 
of the process of p roduction  — is already well developed in  the 
USA, U K  and  USSR. I t is qualita tively  g reater in  its im pact than 
the previous k ind  of technical change w hich was b rough t about 
th rough  mechanisation. U nlike m echanisation, au tom ation  w ould 
m ake a big reduction  in  the dem and  for labor, particu larly  if 
in troduced  on  a wide front. T h is  w ould  include a fall in  dem and 
for white-collar labor, since one of the most im p o rtan t trends 
is tow ards low-cost autom ation of sm all and  medium-scale offices 
and  factories no t merely of large ones. As one engineer has p u t it, 
“low cost au tom ation  heralds a big m ovem ent in  this direction, 
giving th e  ord inary  small engineering shop the o pportun ity  for 
flexible cheap au tom atic production  . . .  all these m achines do 
autom atically  w hat was previously done by hum an hands and 
m inds.”13
In  o th e r words, au tom ation  does no t affect merely the large 
m ass-production p lan t. I t affects, ju s t as m uch, the ordinary  small 
engineering shop, and  therefore, the white-coated m achine m inder 
an d  the office w orker as well.
W e can no longer th ink  of the “offsetting ’’effects — extra 
em ploym ent —  of h igher productiv ity  of the economy. T h e  pro-
is  I. Nichols, "Low Cost Automation”, New Scientist, July 7, 1960, p. 24.
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ductivity w ill no t come in  the form  of more production from more 
employi7ient, b u t in  the form  of higher real product per  man hour  
with a reduced labor force. A utom ation replaces workers because 
m achines can be m ade to  exh ib it intelligence —  to set u p  goals, 
make plans, consider hypotheses and  recognise analogies. T h is  is 
a com pletely new th rea t to  the use of hum ans as factors of 
p roduction . I t  is qu ite  definite, as scientists have po in ted  out, 
th a t “a com puter can contro l industria l processes . . .  in fact 
industria l engineers can now  devise processes so in tricate  th a t it 
w ould be difficult, if no t im possible to  contro l them  w ith hum an 
workers.”19
These tendencies w ill be re-inforced by the second aspect of the 
trip le  revolution — cybernetics. I t was no t for n o th in g  tha t the 
founder of the theory of cybernetics, N orbert W iener, described it 
as the “science of co n tro l”. Cybernetics studies systems of elements 
in teracting  on  one an o th er —  it  has established th a t the behaviour 
of a system depends no t only on  the way in  w hich its elem ents 
operate, b u t also on the way in  w hich the elem ents of the system 
are “coupled” to one another. T h is  is a revolu tion  in  com m unica­
tion  and knowledge, and  its widest application  in  industry  and 
technology has been to  produce self-governing m achines and  devices
— machines w hich rep a ir themselves and  o th e r m achines; machines 
w hich are self-regulating; m achines w hich need no hum an  beings.
Eugenics is the developm ent of the science of pop u la tio n  control. 
I t  has been greatly  influenced by cybernetic theory, as well as 
o ther experim ents (such as the experim ents of in jecting  a foetus 
w ith chemicals to  coun ter certa in  tendencies such as hom osexuality). 
Popu lation  control, n igh tm are of Aldous H uxley, is already w ithin 
the reach of any ruth less d ictatorship . H ow  far off is the full 
im pact of the trip le  revolution? Probably no t m ore th an  30 to 
50 years. I t  is no longer in  the category of space fiction. Few 
scientists w ill regard  it as “fantastic”, or disagree th a t our present 
generation  m ay have the last o pportun ity  to change society before 
a system akin  to  Brave New  W orld  is established.
T h e  im plications for any “leftist” are qu ite  clear: the trip le 
revolution cannot be left to  the Establishm ent to  in troduce and 
control. A u tom ation  and  cybernetics on  a w ide fron t cannot be 
com bated by strikes. T hey  Will provide the Establishm ent w ith 
unheard-of and  irrevocable power, unless self-m anagem ent of p ro ­
duction  and p lann ing  is understood  now, practised now, in  p repa­
ra tio n  for b ring ing  the trip le  revolution  un d er social control.
T h e  New Left seeks mass d irect action against the  Establishm ents 
-—■ big a n i  small, in  o rder to  give people experience in  self­
19 M. L. Minsky ‘‘Artificial Intelligence” Scientific American, September 1966, p.
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confidence. Jt does this because it seeks to ensure the non- 
bureaucratic  character of post-capitalist society. I t holds th a t the 
in fallib le road  to  to talitarian ism  is F abian  tinkering  and  ALP-type 
“socialism by stea lth ’’ which excludes the mass of the people from 
control. A m ajor task of the New Left, then, is to shift the whole 
focus of the debate about social change.
In  A ustralia, we are still a t the stage of arguing about the tech­
nicalities of economic m anagem ent an d  the im provem ent of our 
bourgeois political system. B ut these were issues of the 1930’s too
— a period  of excitem ent in which the proposals advanced may be 
regarded in  retrospect as the left w ing of norm al progress ra th e r 
than  the rig h t w ing of revolutionary  change. For the long-term  
future, the criteria for reform  needs to  be m ore “revolutionary” 
th an  this, in  the sense th a t they canno t be gran ted  in  the present 
conditions of the economic system. M ore particularly , the areas 
chosen for long-run reform  need to be somehow linked to a new 
burst of idealism  and  enthusiasm  for really “brave new worlds”. 
T hey  ough t to  go beyond mere “econom ism ”, m aterial dem ands and 
class interests.
T h e  first sphere of activity is to  reduce the social dom inance and 
econom ic pow er of the controllers of b ig  business. T h e  second 
m ight be to cut down the role of the state and  its in trusion  in to  
the in d iv id u a l’s areas of action. T h e  th ird  should  w iden the scope 
for self-m anagem ent in  economic and social life — in the work 
place, in  local governm ent, in  in term edia te  p lann ing  bodies of 
all kinds. Even today these dem ands are “revolu tionary” — each 
challenges a pow er-point of the capitalist system.
A num ber of basic dilemmas arise, however, in  p u ttin g  forward 
program s of w orkers’ control and  self-m anagem ent a t this po in t 
of tim e an d  within the framework of a capitalist society. W e would 
be wise to  spell them  ou t as b lun tly  an d  bru ta lly  as possible.
1 A ny genuine dem and for w orkers’ control in  a capitalist factory 
m ust requ ire  the  opening of all books an d  financial accounts in  
o rder to  test w hether ex tra  costs of safety, h igher wages, etc., really 
" th rea ten ” investm ents and  m arkets. You cannot divorce w orkers’ 
control over un ion  organisation, dismissals, speed-ups, etc., from 
control over business affairs. W orkers’ contro l cannot stop a t the 
level of “streng then ing  shop-steward com m ittees” an d  policing of 
p roduction  technique and  work discipline. I t  soon escalates in to  a 
m ore m ilitan t th rea t to  control over the enterprise. M ilitants should 
always encourage th is escalation, especially when m et w ith  "no 
capacity to  pay” argum ents.
2 T h e re  tends to  be a clash betw een syndicalists an d  others who 
propagate  w orkers’ control as a revolu tionary  objective and the
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reality of m odern trade un io n  structures an d  attitudes. Unions 
em brace a large num ber of non-revolutionary workers an d  even 
the most m ilitan t are forced to d ilu te  revolu tionary  objectives they 
m ight otherwise upho ld . W orker control advocates are then  faced 
e ither by reform ist un ions w hich are purely defensive, o r revolu­
tionary un io n  leaders w ho are ineffective in  this d irection  in  the 
curren t phase of capitalist developm ent.
3 W orkers’ control presumes workers’ contro l within  unions. 
U nion officials cannot advocate this concept for society unless they 
practise it themselves. Such workers’ control of un ions would 
probably involve the rig h t to recall officials, to impose average wages 
on officials, to m ake all strikes autom atically  “official” and to 
autom atically  reject all form s of “income policy” a t the industry 
o r na tional level.
4 All social-engineering b luep rin ts  abou t p lanning , nationalisa­
tion, workers’ control, etc., under capitalism  tend  to fail, no t because 
political strategists an d  social-engineers cannot draw, b u t because 
the rules and  perspective they are forced to adopt are distilled 
from  the very structu re  they wish to  do away w ith, an d  the applica­
tion  of such blueprin ts, even if possible, tends to reinforce tha t 
structure. This__ is the danger of ready-m ade schemes for co­
partic ipa tion  or even w orkers’ contro l of the docks, etc., w hich are 
m ade w ith in  the basic ru les of the game of capitalism . W orkers’ 
control under these conditions will be unab le  to fight effectively. 
Eventually, they can be tranform ed in to  productiv ity  agreements 
and  o ther compromises: in to  instrum ents for d iscip lin ing the 
workers.
5 Any really socialist concept of workers’ contro l of production 
has a definite rela tionsh ip  to workers’ power  o r contro l of the 
state — un d er bo th  capitalism  and  socialism. All program s which 
ignore the existence of these relationships, and  just assume that 
workers’ control is possible in  capitalist p roduction  will be likely to 
succum b to bourgeois pressures. T h is  m eans th a t any conference or 
m ovem ent p rom oting  w orkers’ contro l m ust carefully study:
the contem porary role of the un ion  bureaucracies;
the role of the state in  a system of neo-capitalism  and  state
m onopoly capitalism ;
the com patib ility  of reform ism  and  revolution.
I t would be wise to  incorporate  the results of such analysis in to  
any program  of w orkers’ control.
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